
  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © Barbara Barrett 2025

      

      

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted to any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage or retrieval system, without the written permission of the publisher, except where permitted by law.

      

      E-book ISBN: 978-1-948532-82-2

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Excerpt

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Books by Barbara Barrett

      

      
        A Little About Barbara Barrett

      

    

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to Mitzi, Shelby, Ebenezer and Simon, the dogs that have enriched my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Gather round, everyone. You won’t believe this,” Bitsy Melzer told the other mah jongg players in the room.

      Marianne Putnam, always the analyst, wondered what Bitsy was up to today.

      The gathering included her three fast friends who she’d met a few years back. The four of them had since helped the sheriff’s office in Serendipity Springs, Florida, solve a number of murders: Sydney Bonner, self-appointed leader of the foursome; Micki Demetrius, the freelance journalist whose curiosity frequently embroiled her in scary situations; and Katrina “Kat” Faulkner, cabaret singer turned restaurateur, rancher and multimillionaire following a huge win in a national lottery.

      The other eleven guests invited to Bitsy’s home gathered round her new automatic mah jongg table, clearly the star of the show. This wasn’t some ordinary square table. This one was equipped with two full sets of mah jongg tiles, one waiting inside to be summoned once the one on the tabletop had been played.

      Bitsy, almost as short as Marianne’s five-one stature, made a production of hitting a button on a circle in the middle of the table, causing the circle to rise about eight inches. “Now push all the tiles into the hole underneath the circle,” she said. The women sitting at the table complied, dumping all hundred and forty-four pink-backed tiles into the chasm below.

      Bitsy, her pixie-styled hair still coal-black with only a few traces of gray, leaned over one of the women and paused dramatically. “And voilà!” she said as she pushed another button on the circle. The circle now lowered to its initial location, and within a beat, four rows of blue-backed tiles rose from below and rested against the four tile racks along the sides. Each row of the new tiles contained nineteen tiles with another row of nineteen stacked on top of it.

      “Wow!” Marianne cried, clapping her hands together. “It’s ready to go for the next game. We players don’t have to do anything except sit back and let the table do its thing.” She never knew what to expect with Bitsy, who sometimes exaggerated her news. But this time she’d been right on the money when she claimed she had a fabulous surprise for the group.

      “Isn’t it something else?” Bitsy wanted to know. “I’ve been hinting to my husband, Mark, that I wanted one of these things for what seems like months, but I never thought he’d actually get me one. Even for our fortieth anniversary.”

      “Kudos for Mark,” Syd said. “My birthday is coming up in another month. Maybe I can borrow some of your hints to throw Trip’s direction.”

      “What a terrific gift,” Kat said. “I can’t wait to use it.”

      “I thought we could take turns trying it out this afternoon,” Bitsy told her and the other women. “Each group of four changes tables after every game. I know, we’re not used to that routine, but just this once I thought we could give it a go so everyone gets to have fun with it for at least one game.”

      Micki’s hand shot into the air. “Sign me up! Wish I could get one of these for myself, but there’s no room for something like this in my small condo.”

      There would be room when and if Micki decided to move in with Guy Whitney, the man she’d finally let into her heart in the last year. Guy, a retired attorney and widower, owned a beautiful two-story Tudor. But this wasn’t the place to remind her friend of that possibility, in front of all these eager witnesses.

      Micki wasn’t ready to drop the idea. “Why don’t you gift the group with a bunch of tables we could use at the community center, Kat?” she asked, unable to refrain from commenting on Kat’s recently found wealth from the lottery.

      Marianne cut off that idea before Kat had to refuse it. “You’ve got to stop spending Kat’s money for her, Mick. Besides, just like your condo, I doubt there’d be enough room at the community center for four of these tables. I doubt they’d disassemble for easy storage.”

      Kat shot her a thankful look.

      “Hadn’t thought about that,” Micki admitted with disappointment.

      “Maybe we can add one to the ranch house as part of Syd’s remodeling efforts?” Kat said, bringing up the project that seemed to have no end. Syd, thinking she needed something to keep her occupied while the other three were off pursuing their individual interests, had decided to take up interior design and begged Kat to let her fix up the aging ranch house Kat had purchased on a whim months ago.

      Knowing them as well as she did, Marianne wondered how either of the two women would live through the process. Sweet-tempered Kat wasn’t one to be pleased easily. There always seemed to be one more detail to lay on her friend. Like now, offering to add one of these mechanical tile-traders to the house. And Syd wasn’t one to have last-minute changes laid on her. Flexibility didn’t come easily for such a strong-minded woman.

      Fortunately, Syd was preoccupied at the moment studying the table and didn’t hear the exchange between Kat and Micki.

      For all the time-saving promised by the automatic tile setup, the afternoon went slowly. After each game ended on the new table, the group using it had to wait for the other three tables to finish their game before the rotation could start. No one started up again until all sixteen women watched the “changing of the guard” on the automatic table.

      “That was fun,” Kat said as the four of them piled into Syd’s car.

      “Different, anyhow,” Syd replied.

      “You don’t sound all that impressed with the new table,” Marianne said to her.

      “It was all right,” Syd said. “It’s just that Bitsy’s always trying to one-up us. First it was her fancy new home. Then the latest car her husband bought her. And now it’s this table.”

      Syd liked being the center of attention, just like Micki. Not that either one craved it. They were just accustomed to people and things revolving around them. “Did you ever think that’s because she wants to be more a part of things?” Marianne asked.

      “By lording over us all her new trinkets?” Syd replied.

      “Well, yes,” Marianne conceded. “You command everyone else’s attention just by being you. Not everyone has that kind of power. Not Bitsy, anyhow.”

      Kat leaned forward from her seat in the back of the car and touched Marianne’s shoulder. “Good call. I sensed something like that was going on with her, but you put it into words.”

      “You make me sound like an ogre,” Syd complained.

      “That wasn’t my intent. I was just trying to explain her behavior so you wouldn’t take such a harsh view of it.”

      “You’re right,” Syd said with resignation. “That’s probably why she’s so active in the Serendipity Springs Women’s Club and the Trans,” the transitional home for women down on their luck.

      “Good girl. I knew you’d come round,” Marianne said.

      “Why do you always have to be the one who sees the best in people?” Syd asked.

      Was that how Syd saw her? As some sort of Goody Two-shoes? That wasn’t her, was it? And if it was, wasn’t that a good thing? Why was she even concerning herself with these questions?

      “Who’s up for a quick stop at the coffee shop?” Syd asked.

      “Afraid you’ll have to count me out,” Marianne replied. “I still have homework to do for class tomorrow, plus Mortimer needs a nice, long walk. I barely got him out to do his business yesterday. He needs more exercise than that.”

      “How’s it going with your new pet?” Kat asked.

      “Like I’ve told you all more than once, he’s not my pet. He belongs to our son Rob, who is currently in Scotland in a special management program, and he couldn’t take his little darling with him.”

      “Oops. Didn’t mean to step on your toes. I was just inquiring,” Kat said.

      Marianne drew in a breath. She shouldn’t have snapped at her friend like that. “Sorry, Kat. I took my frustration with that dog out on you. My bad. As you probably picked up, Mortimer and I are still adjusting to each other.”

      “Where’s Beau in all this?” Micki asked. “Isn’t he helping?”

      “He tries. But Beau never had a dog when he was a kid. Nor has our family ever had a pet, let alone a dog. So most of the responsibility for Mortimer has fallen on me.” Truth be told, the friendly beagle was growing on her. Other than his creature needs, like eating, sleeping, relieving himself and the never-ending impulse to move, she enjoyed having him around, dozing at her feet.

      “Why did you ever agree to such an arrangement?” Syd asked from the front seat.

      Because she and Beau had raised them to be independent men with lives of their own, and that’s exactly what both Rob and his older brother, Vince, were. So whenever either of them needed something from her, she was a pushover. “You know how it is with our kids, Syd. It wasn’t that long ago that you and Trip found yourselves babysitting your young grandchildren when your daughter and her husband needed to work out some things. I recall a rather messy finger-painting session that had you doing more than one load of laundry.”

      “Those were children. Not a pet. Especially one that needs so much attention.”

      “Mortimer is Rob’s child,” Marianne replied. How had she wound up defending the creature that had stared at her with such irritation just that morning? “Anyway, it’s a done deal for now. Thank you all for putting up with my complaints.”

      “I’m up for a quick snack before dinner,” Micki said. “I’ve absorbed about all I can of this week’s lesson.”

      The four of them were taking a special course on private investigation in order to obtain their PI intern licenses. Within the last six months, Kat’s fiancé, former sheriff Rick Formero, had set up his own PI business following his defeat at the polls by a snake of an officer who had been involved in a gambling ring. Ironically, Rick’s opponent had been killed shortly after taking office, and Rick had been brought in to consult with the interim sheriff, who used to report to him.

      Though he could have decided to run again in the next election, Rick, with Kat’s blessing, had decided to go private instead. Kat and her three friends and their significant others all wanted to be part of it, having picked up the investigative bug after helping solve nine murders in the last few years.

      Since none of them had any formal law enforcement training, they’d have to take the intern route to gain their PI license. Although that required 40 hours of formal training, Micki and Guy had been able to work out a specialized training plan for the four women, Trip Bonner and Beau Putnam approved by the state board. Guy preferred to contribute his legal knowledge and skills from the sidelines.

      Marianne, the scientist of the group, who’d been a pharmacist in an earlier career, found the material fascinating, although the personal contact with “suspects” part, volunteers who played the part of suspects, challenged her. Not that she had difficulty talking to people. Just the opposite. Despite her analytical bent, she was a people person. It was so easy for her to get sidetracked in her interviews when the interviewee would tell her something much more fascinating than the case at hand.

      “I’ve finished reading the chapters and need an hour or so yet tonight to review them,” she told the other three.

      “I finished last week,” Syd said.

      Though Marianne loved her friend dearly, Syd had a way of making the rest of them feel less than intelligent with her comments about her own study abilities. She’d gone back and forth in her mind whether Syd realized how irritating her comments could be. Especially to Micki, who was struggling. Micki, who seemed to spot conspiracies, wrongdoing and fraud before anyone else, spent more of her time questioning the accuracy of the material than absorbing it.

      “As much as I want to become a PI, I continue to question whether all this classroom learning is worth our time,” Micki said. “Most of what we’ve studied thus far has come up in one way or another while we’ve helped the sheriff’s office solve not one or two but a whole bunch of homicides.”

      “You’re the one who, along with Guy, put this whole strategy together for us to fast-track getting our intern designations,” Marianne reminded her.

      “Guy spearheaded that effort. Then he turned around and decided he didn’t need the designation because he could always fall back on his legal training as long as he kept up his CEUs,” Micki replied.

      “Just a couple more months to go,” Kat said. “Then the six of us can officially be part of Formero Investigations.”

      “That’s what you’re looking forward to?” Syd asked incredulously. “What about the rehabbing of your ranch house and then the little matter of your wedding?”

      “I haven’t forgotten about either, Syd. But at the moment, qualifying for this internship is the one thing I can get my arms around.”

      Marianne chuckled inwardly. What Kat meant was that the internship was the one thing she could control. Syd seemed to think she was in charge of the reno project, although she was only the designer. Not the owner. And the wedding? Kat and Rick wanted simple. They would have been married months ago if they’d had their way. But their nuptials had somehow become a group project, thanks to Syd and Micki. Syd insisted the event take place at the ranch house, which was still a project in process. And Micki was determined to be wedding planner extraordinaire, choosing not only the bride’s gown but also those of her wedding party, i.e., the three of them. She’d also taken over most of the details of the reception, those that didn’t compete with Syd’s layout.

      Marianne was playing her own part managing the guest list and catering, including the cake. Micki insisted on designing the invites.

      Kat was just too nice to tell any of them to mind their own business and let her plan her own wedding. And she was the only one of the four who’d never been married. She really should be enjoying all the details.

      And Rick was so busy getting his new business off the ground, he hardly noticed what they were all up to.

      “How’s Rick doing these days?” she asked Kat, although she anticipated hearing the same answer Kat had given them for weeks: Rick was dealing with the challenges of running his own business as well as adapting to no longer being in charge of all the county’s law enforcement endeavors. Kat always gave a positive response to the question and was fully committed to helping her man succeed at whatever he chose to do.

      “I’m sensing a new undercurrent in his attitude about this new venture the closer we all get to gaining our licenses,” Kat said.

      “Regret at bringing us on board?” Micki asked.

      “No, he’s looking forward to us all joining him. But I think the realization that his staff will be made up mostly of his friends and contemporaries is sinking in.”

      “He’s worried about having a team of aging seniors?” Syd asked, cutting to the chase.

      “Not worried. I hope I haven’t said too much. But we are all discovering limitations we never experienced before as we get older. At least I am. Perhaps that explains why this course is proving to be harder than I thought it would be.”

      “And those changes could play out in our investigations?” Marianne said, following up on Kat’s suggestion.

      “I don’t disagree,” Syd said over her shoulder. “But I say it’s too soon to worry about things that haven’t happened yet, which when they do, we probably won’t be able to stop anyhow.”

      “You’re right,” Kat said. “We’ll tackle that one if and when it shows up. Getting our internship designations is more than enough.”
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      Mortimer was waiting for Marianne when she got home. Although he hadn’t learned how to retrieve his leash from the counter above him, his prancing around said it all. “Where have you been?” Marianne could almost hear him ask.

      Beau entered the kitchen from the living room. “Oh, good. You’re back just in time to take the dog out.”

      “Looks like it’s past time,” she replied as she attached the leash to collar of the white dog covered with large patches of brown and black. “Why didn’t you take him?”

      “I would have if you’d been much longer. But he seems to prefer you more than me.”

      True, although the dog still hadn’t warmed up to her that much either. Mortimer and Beau could probably become great friends if Beau would just get over his uneasiness around the dog. His parents had never allowed him to have any kind of pet. She suspected his mother didn’t want to deal with all the pet hair in her immaculate home, rest her soul. Marianne resolved mentally she was going to ease the tension between man and dog in the weeks ahead, as much for Beau’s sake as Mortimer’s.

      “Sorry, fella,” she told the dog, petting him as soon as the leash was on. “My mah jongg afternoon ran long so we could all take turns on Bitsy’s new toy.” His nose at the back door, he didn’t appear to understand nor care. He had one urgent need on his mind.

      Why hadn’t Beau taken him out to relieve himself? He could at least do that much to help take care of this animal.

      Mortimer barely made it five feet from the house before he did his business. Finished, he glanced back at her. “I like it out here in this Florida sunshine. Let’s stay out here a while longer,” he seemed to be saying.

      “Okay, message received,” she told him as she led him out toward the front yard, where he stopped yet again and raised his leg. “Oh, c’mon, you already took care of that. No need for an encore. How about a stroll up the street instead?”

      His floppy ears went on alert and his tail wagged excitedly.. In a flash, he’d morphed into Perfect Pet and took his position behind Marianne. She could have sworn she heard him say, “Let’s go!”

      The pilgrimage up and down the block should have gone smoothly. No one else was out, probably because a lot of neighbors hadn’t returned yet from their day jobs. The relative serenity did not go over well with the dog, who apparently was accustomed to a lot more activity around Rob’s digs. When he wasn’t straining at his leash, he was wandering off-route sniffing at fenceposts, flowers or shrubs. Marianne had to keep pulling him back onto the sidewalk.

      But that part of their journey was truly a walk in the park compared with the moment woman and dog were joined by another four-footed friend, which started off a world-class mutual sniffing session.

      “Daisy! You’re never going to make friends that way,” a male voice behind them said.

      Marianne turned around to discover they’d been joined by another dog walker and his ward, a golden retriever double the size of Mortimer. Apparently the difference in dog sizes hadn’t scared Mortimer any as he returned sniff for sniff.

      The voice that had chastised the other dog belonged to a man about her age, if one judged by his head of completely gray hair. He was about the same height as Beau, six feet, and dressed in a white golf shirt, khaki pants and topsiders. “So sorry, ma’am. Daisy saw another dog and dragged me here before I could restrain her.”

      “Apparently they’re not in fight mode,” she replied to the stranger. “More like getting to know each other.”

      “Daisy’s been crazy to find new dog friends since I brought her home from the rescue center last month. Even though I’m retired, I’ve been involved in a project at the learning center that’s kept me away from my condo more than I realized would be the case when I adopted her. She’s having a difficult time adapting. I’ve been trying with no success to find a nearby dog park so she can run loose and meet other dogs.”

      “You’re ahead of me there,” she said. “My husband, Beau, and I are taking care of this guy for our son while he’s out of the country. Dog and sitters are still getting used to each other. Tell me more about this dog park you’ve been looking for. It sounds like the perfect place for our guy too.”

      “Good luck. As with-it as this community thinks it is, the idea of providing open spaces for pets that are locked inside all day to get a little exercise doesn’t appear to have occurred to anyone. I’m Solomon Ridgedale,” he said, extending his hand.

      Marianne switched Mortimer’s leash to her left hand so she could reciprocate. “Marianne Putnam. My husband and I live in that light yellow bungalow down the street.”

      “Daisy and I live in Forestdale Condos two blocks over. Our daily walks are taking us farther and farther from home as she gets more familiar with the neighborhood and seems to be needing more and more exercise. I’ve lost five pounds already.”

      She’d have to remember that. She was always wanting to shed more weight. Maybe these daily jaunts with Mortimer could prove useful. “As for a dog park, who have you talked to so far? Maybe Beau or I know someone who could help.”

      “There aren’t many dog owners in my building, but I did manage to find two. They both have smaller dogs, so their exercise routines didn’t extend beyond a quick bound around the block. Then I went to the town’s Parks and Recreation Department. A misnomer. All that guy wanted to do was ensure Daisy had all the proper shots and licenses. He’s not even the dogcatcher or animal control.”

      Marianne hadn’t considered those requirements when she and Beau agreed to keep Mortimer. Surely Rob had taken care of all the vaccinations, but she wasn’t sure about local licensing requirements. Did a visiting dog need anything like that?

      “How about the other town departments? Did you check with them?” she asked.

      “Went right to the top, the city council, starting with Councilman Drake Busby. It took a couple trips, but I eventually got his ear. I learned from him that the town didn’t have any dog parks.”

      “Drake Busby? I don’t think I know him, although if he plays golf, Beau might have heard of him,” she replied.

      “Busby thought he could get another council member, Porter McHugh, interested, but so far he’s met resistance from two of the other three members. Nonetheless, we started working on a proposal to build one.”

      Marianne couldn’t place Porter McHugh either. Had she been so wrapped up in her private investigator course, she’d lost touch with what was happening in the rest of the community? She had very little knowledge of the town’s governmental structure other than what had been going on in the sheriff’s department the last few years thanks to Kat’s involvement with Rick when he was sheriff. And that was with the county, wasn’t it?

      “Resistance?” she asked. “Why would anyone be opposed to something like a dog park?”

      “Why, you ask?” he replied, his tone becoming more animated. “Too much to go into here on a city street. I’d invite you to coffee, but I don’t think our dogs would be happy being tied up outside the coffee shop.”

      Was this some new pickup line? She’d been out of the dating game so long, she doubted she’d recognize one if actually confronted with one. “Why not come to my house? You can go into your story for both me and Beau. Earlier today I made some chocolate chip cookies we can enjoy with our coffee. And the dogs can play outside in the yard while we talk.” She’d added the part about Beau just in case this guy had other ideas. Don’t flatter yourself, Marianne!

      They unleased the dogs in her backyard before she took Solomon in through her back door. From the sounds of the TV coming from the den, Marianne surmised Beau was in there watching a sporting event of some sort when she and Solomon Ridgedale walked into the Putnam house through the back door. “Beau? Can you come out here? There’s someone I want you to meet,” she called while leading Solomon into the living room, indicating he should make himself comfortable in the easy chair facing the sofa.

      She introduced the two men and then excused herself long enough to make coffee and put a plate of cookies together.

      “Solomon Ridgedale? I’ve heard that name somewhere recently,” she heard Beau say.

      She couldn’t hear the rest of the exchange, so she hurriedly got the coffee going and gathered the cookies and napkins. Men had a way of measuring each other up while they compared mutual acquaintances. She didn’t want to miss out.

      “We’ve just discovered we both know Trip Bonner,” Beau told her when she rejoined them. “He’s heard of the follies show Trip produced for the Men’s Club a few years back.”

      Trip had conned her husband, his best friend, into helping with that extravaganza. Beau was still remembering it all as Trip’s brilliant success even though Trip’s nerves got to him in the end and Syd wound up taking charge of the show. “You were there?” she asked Solomon.

      “Oh, no. I only came to town eighteen months ago. After my wife died of cancer, I relocated here from Lancaster, Pennsylvania. We don’t have any children, so I was striking out on my own. Took me another year to decide I needed a pet. Before I did that, I joined the Men’s Club, although I’ve learned Trip Bonner more or less dropped out of the group after the Follies.”

      Dropped out? Maybe that’s how some saw it. In reality, he and Syd plus Marianne and Beau, Micki and Guy, and Kat had gotten more involved in solving homicides that seemed to keep popping up since then. But Solomon didn’t need to know about that. At least not yet. They hardly knew the man. She’d surprised herself by taking pity on him and inviting him back to the house. He’d seemed so talkative on the sidewalk, and not just because his dog was introducing herself to Mortimer. But now that he was here in her living room chatting with Beau, she wondered if she’d overreacted to his plight.

      “Has Solomon told you about our mutual problem yet?” she asked Beau.

      Beau offered a perplexed expression. “Mutual problem?”

      “We’re both dog owners,” Solomon answered. “Well, I am, and you two are dog sitters. But all three of us want our babies to be happy, and they’re not. My Daisy needs to run off her seemingly boundless energy every day. Your Mortimer appears to be one of those types of dogs that is constantly in motion. Apparently daily walks aren’t enough. What they need is to spend time in a dog park releasing all that pent-up vigor and socializing with other dogs. But this town—though I continue to hear from residents what a great place this is to live—has failed to take note of the needs of its dog owners and their pets.”

      “Serendipity Springs doesn’t have a dog park?” Beau said. “I can’t believe that. The town is so progressive.”

      “You’d think, wouldn’t you?” Solomon said. He recounted the actions he’d taken to track one down, including talking to Councilman Busby. “After I finally convinced him to support the idea, I’ve been helping him put together a proposal to come before the council. He got Councilman Porter McHugh to come on board, but all they’ve met is resistance from the other three council members. Well, two of them, Tad Brewster and Dan Sheridan. The third, Avery Wallace, the only woman on the council, seems to think she’s the peacekeeper since she’s the swing vote. Thus far, she hasn’t been convinced a dog park is necessary, although I think with enough factual information she could be convinced to change her mind.”

      “Gift her with her own puppy,” Marianne joked.

      “Yeah, not that I haven’t thought about it,” Solomon said, “but when she changes her position, it needs to be solid.”

      Tad Brewster and Dan Sheridan, two more new names. “Why? Why did those two pooh-pooh it?” she asked.

      “Brewster usually objected to further discussion about a dog park because he claimed it hadn’t risen to the level of public concern. Busby and McHugh, thinking it would be a no-brainer, hadn’t gotten their act together, so they backed down when Brewster demanded to know what evidence they had. The next time they brought it up, they’d done a survey of citizens, and their numbers were impressive. Brewster then switched to another tactic, cost. Busby was ready for this one. He’d done a preliminary budget, which mainly considered the cost of fencing, initial clean-up and layout and then continued maintenance. In response, Brewster hit him with what he must have thought was the coup de grâce, the land it would require. His point, of course, the huge cost to the community to purchase a plot of land.”

      “Okay, we’re with you so far,” she said. “And Busby didn’t have a rejoinder to that?”

      “Actually,” Solomon continued, “Busby anticipated that part as well. Apparently he and McHugh researched various locations around town for months. This town has grown to the point where there are no longer that many plots of open land available. Every time they thought they’d found one, either some developer swooped in and bought it for their own purposes or access was limited by one-way streets. Finally, they thought they’d discovered the perfect location, a parcel of city-owned land on the outskirts of town but still within town limits. It was made to be a dog park. Virtually flat with very few trees or other flora that would have to be mowed under. And there’d be room for parking.”

      “Did Brewster object to that?” she asked.

      “Although he thought he’d finally filled in all the blanks, Busby hadn’t planned on one last sticking point. The Kerimides Funeral Home.”

      “A funeral home? That’s mainly dead people. Why would they complain about a dog park?” Beau asked.

      “True, they wouldn’t, but their friends and relatives might not appreciate the noise while attending their somber funerals. At least, that’s what the owner and chief mortician, Gordon Kerimides, claimed.”

      Marianne attempted to take that in. “Really? Yes, I guess barking dogs can disturb the peace at times, but would dogs enjoying the chance to run free and play with other dogs bark that much? Especially if they were behind a fence?”

      “I agree,” Solomon replied. “However, apparently Kerimides is friends with Brewster.”

      “That’s what it came down to?” Marianne said, incredulous. “Personal relationships? Is the other naysayer, Sheridan, aware of that? Or Avery Wallace?”

      “Apparently it’s one of those topics they prefer to avoid. Brewster is in charge of issuing mortgages at the bank, which gives him a lot of pull in town beyond his position on the council.”

      “How about the other naysayer you mentioned?” Beau asked. “What’s his objection to the dog park?”

      “Dan Sheridan? Busby thinks it’s because he wants to stay on the bank’s good side. He’s developing a new condo complex that’s been struggling due to the increased cost of lumber and other building supplies. If he hasn’t already sought out more funding from the bank, he probably will in the near future.”

      Marianne’s blood was boiling. She set her coffee cup down on the coffee table before her physical reaction to this discussion caused her to spill. “Personal relationships. Business needs. I hate how things like that influence the greater good of a community,” she said.

      “Unfortunately, they’re what make the world go round, my dear,” Beau told her. “Those of us who actually are pulling for the greater good have to recognize that reality and then find the best ways to either combat it or go around it.”

      “That’s so … unfair!” she replied, surprising herself with the vehemence of her response.

      “I don’t disagree,” Beau said. “But whether we like it or not, it’s a reality.” He turned back to Solomon. “I assume you’ve already come to that conclusion?”

      Solomon nodded.

      “What’s your next step? I hope it’s not convincing us to sign on to your cause? We certainly support the idea, but we’ve both got our hands full these days.” Beau went on to describe their mission to become private investigator interns and the intense course of study they were following to get there.

      “Private investigators? That’s great!” Solomon said, his eyes lighting up. “That’s what Busby and I need. Somebody to dig up whatever negative background they can find on Brewster. Kerimides, too.”

      Marianne exchanged a look with Beau. This conversation had left the comfort zone. “Sorry, Solomon. Like Beau said, our time is devoted to completing our course right now. It wouldn’t be appropriate for us to accept a project until we’ve earned our certificate. And even then, as interns we’ll be limited in the types of investigations we can accept. However, Rick Formero, who’s in charge of Formero Investigations, might consider taking you on.”

      “He’s the one who was beaten at the polls last year, right?” Solomon asked.

      “Ye-es,” Beau replied. “But as it turned out, when his opponent was murdered, he helped the interim sheriff identify the killer. He’s since gone into private practice.”

      “I’ll, uh, consider contacting him.” He didn’t sound convinced. “I doubt Busby would want to pay for his services for fear his digging for dirt would ever be revealed. And on my own, I’m not sure I could afford Formero.”

      In other words, Solomon was only interested if he could get free help. But since Rick was still attempting to build his business, it wouldn’t hurt to send even a comp case his way. “Just give him a call,” she said. “He might offer some suggestions free of charge.”

      Solomon cocked his head. “Uh, thanks. I’ll give it some thought. Thanks for the coffee and hearing me out. I’d better rescue your backyard from Daisy.” With that, he was out the back door in seconds.

      “Good for you,” Beau told her once it was just the two of them. “At one point, I was afraid you’d agree to help him.”

      “I came close until I realized I’d invited a complete stranger into our home. A man I’d just met on the street. Although I liked the idea of a dog park, I decided we needed to know more about him before we got any more involved than we already were.”

      Beau showed his appreciation by pulling her into his arms and hugging her tight. “You did good.”

      “As much as I’ve been struggling with our coursework, maybe I have learned a thing or two about smart investigation. One doesn’t jump into a case without a little background on their potential client.”
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      “How was mah jongg today? You met at Bitsy Melzer’s place, right? Not at the community center like usual?” Rick asked Kat when she arrived at the McMansion she and Rick had been sharing.

      “I spent the bulk of my time watching the others play on Bitsy’s new automatic mah jongg table. It shuffles and assembles the tiles for you. Doesn’t sound like such a big deal, but it was fascinating to watch the tiles disappear inside the machine and a second set reappear already set up.”

      Lifting a brow, Rick stared back at her. “That’s what gets your motor running? Not an audience to sing for or a new murder case to solve?”

      “Those, too, although neither has been in my life lately. I have to get my kicks from little things like mah jongg tiles that get set up hands-free.”

      He returned that lascivious look he saved only for her. “I thought giving you kicks was my job, Katrina Faulkner.”

      She moved closer to her fiancé, ran a hand lightly down his forearm. “Of course it is. But we’ve both been so busy lately, you getting your business set up and me attempting to keep my friends from overdoing their plans for our wedding, we haven’t had much opportunity for you-and-me time.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Have you felt neglected?”

      She squeezed his hand. “Oh, no, Rick. I would’ve said something. But I have felt overwhelmed a few times. Not by you. By our situations. I just want to be married and settled down with you as my husband. I want the ranch house to be finished and Syd engaged in a project that isn’t on my property and not constantly second-guessing my needs.”

      He took her upper arms in his hands and studied her. “Is this all too much, Katrina? Just say the word and we’ll elope. Or you can fire Syd. Or I’ll find another place for my office.”

      She shook her head, smiling wanly. “None of that is necessary. I was just venting. You’re the one person I can share all my thoughts and feelings with.”

      “I beat out your three friends?” he joked.

      “Every time. I just need little breaks like playing with the automatic mah jongg table today to get me through this very active period in my life.”

      He blew out a breath. “Maybe that’s what I should be doing. Setting up my PI business is more challenging than I anticipated.”

      Although she’d suspected for some time that he was having a more difficult time making the transition from county government to the private sector, this was the first time he’d admitted as much to her. What was prompting this confession?
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